Ultrastructure of carotid bodies in sudden infant death syndrome.
Recent studies have implicated an abnormality in carotid body structure and function in the pathogenesis of sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS). In the present investigation, the light and electron microscopic findings in carotid bodies from ten victims of SIDS were compared with those in six control infants and five infants dying of congenital heart disease. The cross-sectional area of carotid body chemoreceptor cells and the frequency, distribution, and size of neurosecretory granules were assessed morphometrically. The area of carotid body occupied by chemoreceptor cells (the functional area) was comparable in SIDS victims, control infants, and infants with congenital heart disease. By electron microscopy, the carotid body chief cells from all groups contained numerous electron-dense neurosecretory granules. Distribution, frequency, and size of neurosecretory granules in SIDS victims and control infants did not differ significantly. Morphology of carotid bodies from SIDS victims was found to be normal. The presence of neurosecretory granules in chemoreceptor cells of SIDS victims suggests that the cellular mechanism of neurotransmitter synthesis and storage is not altered.